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Abstract 
 
The aim of this article is to critically examine, from a legal perspective, the relationship 
between the International Energy Agency (IEA) and the International Renewable 
Energy Agency (IRENA). The IEA was established in 1973 in response to the global oil 
crisis. It currently has 29 member states. Its original mandate has been expanded to 
include ensuring reliable, affordable, and clean energy. IRENA was established in 2009. 
Its main objective is to promote sustainable use of all forms of renewable energy. With 
138 member states, and many more in the process of accession, IRENA is becoming a 
truly universal organization. Both the IEA and IRENA focus their attention on 
sustainable energy. Is there an institutional overlap or an unnecessary duplication in 
scope? Are ,5(1$¶Vactivities in sustainable energy, which seemingly parallel those of 
the IEA, justified by its aims and global reach? By addressing these and related 
questions, the article discusses whether the relationship between the IEA and IRENA 
can be seen as competition or collaboration between these two organizations. This 
relationship is specifically analysed in the context of the UN Sustainable Energy for All 
Initiative. 
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1. Introduction 
 
Energy did not feature amongst the former Millennium Development Goals (MDGs), 
yet it now has a central place in the post-2015 Sustainable Development Goals (SDGs).1 
This represents an important step forward in abandoning the false myth that only fossil-
fuel-based energy is reliable and secure, and that progress and development can be 
achieved only with traditional energy sources. The 2015 Paris Agreement on climate 
change itself constitutes an urgent call to accelerate a global energy transition, based on 
 
1 The Sustainable Development Goals are an intergovernmental set of aspiration Goals with 169 targets 
contained in paragraph 54 of the UN Resolution A/RES/70/1 of 25 September 2015. The SDGs are the 
successors to the Millennium Development Goals. Because energy is central to achieving the SDGs, and 
although energy was not picked up as an issue in 2000, it has now been embedded in the new SDG n. 7 
RQµDIIRUGDEOHDQGFOHDQHQHUJ\¶VXSSRUWHGDOVRE\WKH6XVWDLQDEOH(QHUJ\IRU$OO6($OO,QLWLDWLYH  
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renewable energy generation and higher energy-efficiency rates.2 If countries deliver on 
the promises laid out in Paris, a tectonic shift in how energy is produced and consumed 
must take place. 
 
To help transition from the current unsustainable energy patterns to more sustainable 
ones, various international and regional institutions, non-governmental organizations, 
initiatives, partnerships, and programs have been established worldwide. Seen from an 
institutional point of view, the establishment of the International Renewable Energy 
Agency in 2009 is an important milestone and represents an increased focus on 
renewable energy on behalf of the international community. This relatively new 
intergovernmental organization can be regarded as the organization that could shape 
international action and governance in the area of renewable energy. Since its 
establishment, IRENA has been chosen by the UN to represent the renewable energy 
hub for the UN Sustainable Energy for All (SE4All) Initiative, and it has been invited to 
explore how an aspirational target of doubling the global renewable energy share could 
be put into practice.3 
 
In parallel, the International Energy Agency, founded in 1974 in a different context and 
in a different global energy and political context, has increasingly intensified its work 
on sustainable energy4 to the extent that it is currently undergoing a process of 
PRGHUQL]DWLRQDLPLQJWREHFRPHWKHµJOREDOKXEIRUFOHDQHQHUJ\¶5  
 
It goes beyond the purposes of this article to discuss the whole spectrum of actors 
involved in the field of energy, in general, and renewable energy, in particular. Section 
2 provides only an outline of that spectrum. Instead, we will focus on IRENA and the 
IEA and examine the relationship between these two organizations in the context of the 
emerging legal and institutional landscape related to sustainable energy, and more 
specifically renewables. It is important to guard against the unnecessary duplication of 
effort in an already congested global energy arena. The main goal of the article is to 
determine whether the relationship between the IEA and IRENA is one of competition, 
collaboration, or perhaps (un)foreseen complementarity and mutual support. Section 3 
provides a brief overview of the two organizations, highlighting their scope from a legal 
perspective, in order to better understand their mandate and ascertain the extent of 
 
2 In one of its press releases during the Paris negotiations in December 2015 IRENA, for example, has 
stressed the importance of accelerating the deployment of renewable energy and increasing energy 
efficiency to tackle the challenge of climate change. See µ,5(1$:HOFRPHV3DULV&OLPDWH$JUHHPHQWDV
³ZDWHUVKHGIRUWKHJOREDOHQHUJ\WUDQVLWLRQ´/RRNVDhead to 6th Assembly to set global renewable energy 
DJHQGD¶DW
<http://www.irena.org/News/Description.aspx?NType=A&mnu=cat&PriMenuID=16&CatID=84&News
_ID=> 39.  
3 6XVWDLQDEOH(QHUJ\IRU$OO6($OO,QLWLDWLYHµ2XU+XEV,5(1$5HQHZDEOH(QHUJ\+XE¶DW
<http://www.se4all.org/hubs/irena/>. 
4 The International Energy Agency (IEA) website features a section dedicated to renewable energy, at 
<http://www.iea.org/topics/renewables/>. See also 7KLMV9DQGH*UDDIµ)UDJPHQWDWLRQLQ*OREDO(QHUJ\
*RYHUQDQFH([SODLQLQJWKH&UHDWLRQRI,5(1$¶Global Environmental Politics, Volume 13, Number 3, 
August 2013, 14-33, at 25. 
5 ,($µ,($FKLHIUHFHLYHVVXSSRUWLQ%UXVVHOVIRUPRGHUQLVDWLRQSXVK¶6HSWHPEHUDW
<http://www.iea.org/newsroomandevents/news/2015/september/iea-chief-receives-support-in-brussels-
for-modernisation-push.html>. 
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possible overlap. In section 4, the role of IRENA in leading the SE4All Initiative will be 
analysed. This section includes discussion on whether the IEA plays, or should play, a 
role in that initiative and whether SE4All tells us a story of institutional coordination, 
mismatch, or something else in the relationship between IRENA and the IEA. We 
conclude that the mandate and scope of the two organizations overlap in their quest to 
promote sustainable energy governance. The extent to which this overlap will lead to 
competition or collaboration between IRENA and the IEA will depend on how 
sustainable energy itself is defined and approached. 
 
2. IRENA and IEA in the Institutional Landscape of Sustainable Energy 
 
In the absence of a comprehensive international legally binding instrument on 
renewable energy, the existing energy-related legal instruments and institutions6 have 
sought to fill the gaps in renewable energy governance. These developments, however, 
have led to an increasingly dense legal and institutional structure resulting in functional 
overlaps and fragmentation.7 When it comes to assessing the international institutional 
setting in the field of renewable energy, at first glance, the participants in this setting 
seem to contribute to its fragmentation. Several organizations active in the energy, 
environmental, and sustainable development sectors have started to expand their scope 
and pay more attention to renewable energy promotion and development.8 Several UN 
specialized agencies and programs such as the UNDP, UNEP, the UN Department of 
Economic and Social Affairs, the UN Industrial Development Organization, UN-
Energy, and the World Bank work to foster a transition to a low-carbon economy. 
Outside the UN, international organizations such as the OECD, the IEA itself, and 
international financial institutions, as well as IRENA, are also playing a role in 
addressing issues in renewable energy and energy efficiency, promoting financial and 
technology transfer, and encouraging research and development and international 
cooperation in general. Moreover, political fora such as the International Energy Forum, 
 
6 Such as, for example, the international climate change regime with the UNFCCC and its Kyoto 
Protocol, the Energy Charter Treaty and its Protocol on Energy Efficiency and Related Environmental 
Aspects (PEEREA), and several other, non-binding instruments that implicitly or explicitly reference 
HQHUJ\LHµ$JHQGD¶ 
7 Regime interplay and the fragmentation of international energy and environmental law are just an aspect 
of a wider phenomenon in International Law. For an overview of fragmentation and regime interplay see 
)DULERU]=HOOLµ,QVWLWXWLRQDOIUDJPHQWDWLRQ¶Zelli, Fariborz, Pattberg, Philipp Encyclopedia of Global 
Environmental Governance and Politics, Edward Elgar, 2015, 469-477; and Harro van Asselt, The 
Fragmentation of Global Climate Governance Consequences and Management of Regime Interactions, 
Edward Elgar, 2014. For an in depth analysis of fragmentation in International Law more generally see 
WKHUHSRUWRIWKH81,QWHUQDWLRQDO/DZ&RPPLVVLRQµ)UDJPHQWDWLRQRILQWHUQDWLRQDOODZGLIILFXOWLHV
arising from the diversification and expansion of international law, Report of the Study Group of the 
,QWHUQDWLRQDO/DZ&RPPLVVLRQ¶,/&)LIW\-eighth session, 2006, 
<http://legal.un.org/ilc/documentation/english/a_cn4_l682.pdf>. For an overview on the fragmentation of 
energy governance see, inter alia, 'DYLG9LFWRUDQG/LQGD<XHKµ7KH1HZ(QHUJ\2UGHU0DQDJLQJ
Insecurities in the Twenty-ILUVW&HQWXU\¶Foreign Affairs*RQ]DOR(VFULEDQRµ)UDJPHQWHG
Energy Governance and the Provision of Global Public GoRGV¶Global Policy, 2015. 
8 See 6WXDUW%UXFHµ,QWHUQDWLRQDO/DZDQG5HQHZDEOH(QHUJ\)DFLOLWDWLQJ6XVWDLQDEOH(QHUJ\IRU$OO"¶
14 Melbourne Journal of International Law, 18, 2013; see also Heike Krieger and Claas de Boer with 
+HOJD6WHHJµ,QWHUQDWLRQDO2UJDQL]DWLRQVDQG7KHLU$FWLYLWLHVLQWKH(QHUJ\6HFWRU¶Energy Law in 
Europe: National, EU and International Regulation, edited by M. Roggenkamp, A. Ronne, C. Redgwell, 
I. del Guayo, OUP, 2001.  
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the World Future Energy Summit, the G20, and the G8, as well as the periodic 
International Renewable Energy Conferences, constitute platforms for discussion and 
for ministerial statements on energy-related matters and sustainable development. Non-
state actors have also influenced the development of international law related to 
sustainable energy. Multi-stakeholder initiatives such as the Renewable Energy and 
Energy Efficiency Partnership (REEEP) and the Renewable Energy Policy Network for 
the 21st Century (REN21) are two significant examples in this respect. Both are NGOs 
which offer important platforms for knowledge-sharing, advocacy, and policy and 
market acceleration for green growth.  
 
It has been argued that the establishment of partnerships, networks, conferences, 
memoranda of understanding, and voluntary commitments among the actors involved in 
the field of renewable energy may reflect µthe inherent difficulties of the UN system¶ 
and the µdissatisfaction of some governments and other stakeholders with the role the 
UN System is able to play¶.9 On the other hand, the creation and functioning of these 
initiatives may lead to stronger binding commitments and therefore strengthen rather 
than erode the UN system. It has been argued, for example, that new forms of 
international cooperation (beyond the traditional intergovernmental diplomacy) are 
gaining significant importance, and that new concepts of global governance are 
increasingly gaining momentum, particularly when it comes to tackling complex, 
contemporary challenges.10 What is paramount, however, is that the diverse initiatives 
and actors do not µfloat around completely detached from one another or the formal 
international policy process¶.11 
 
3. IEA and IRENA 
 
3.1. Historical Origins and Negotiations 
 
The IEA and IRENA have very different origins. The IEA12 was established in 1974 to 
guard against the disruption of the energy supply by providing for stockpiling and 
emergency-sharing obligations. It signaled a shift from essentially unilateral responses 
to energy-supply disruption to a multilateral conception of, and response to, such 
disruption embedded in a binding treaty.13 The 1973 energy crisis, precipitated by 
23(&¶VUHVWULFWLRQVRQSURGXFWLRQ14 had served to highlight the frailties of a unilateral, 
 
9 3DXO+6XGLQJDQG3KLOLSSH/HPSSµ7KHPXOWLIDFHWHGLQstitutional landscape and processes of 
,QWHUQDWLRQDO5HQHZDEOH(QHUJ\3ROLF\¶International Association for Energy Economics, 2007, at 6. 
10 -HQV0DUWHQVµ0XOWLVWDNHKROGHU3DUWQHUVKLSV± )XWXUH0RGHOVRI0XOWLODWHUDOLVP"¶2FFDVLRQDO3DSHUV
N. 29/January 2007, Dialogue on Globalization, Friedrich Ebert Stiftung, at 7.  
11 Paul H. Suding and Philippe Lempp, supra note 9, at 6.  
12 The definitive work on the IEA remains the two-volume treatment by a former legal adviser to the IEA, 
Richard Scott, IEA: The First Twenty Years (2 Vol., 1994); see also Heike Krieger and Claas de Boer 
with Helga Steeg, supra note 8; and the website of the IEA, available at <http://www.iea.org>. 
13 See Catherine Redgwell, 'International Energy Law', in Energy Law in Europe: National EU and 
International Regulation, edited by M. Roggenkamp, C. Redgwell, I. del Guayo and A. Ronne, (Oxford: 
Oxford University Press, 2nd edition, 2007; 3rd edition, 2015). 
14 OPEC was established in 1960 at the joint initiative of Venezuela and Iraq, who were joined by Iran, 
Kuwait, and Saudi Arabia as founding members: see the Agreement establishing OPEC, 443 UNTS 248. 
7KHHDUO\VVDZDULVHLQ23(&¶VFDUWHO-like powers over price and production, and it began setting 
oil prices without negotiation with oLOFRPSDQLHV,Q$UDERLOSURGXFHUVPRYHGWRGHSOR\WKHµRLO
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non-binding approach.15 The Agreement on an International Energy Programme was 
signed by sixteen states in November 1974.16 It is open only to those members of the 
OECD able and willing to meet the requirements of the Programme, though cooperation 
with non-members such as Russia, China, and India has taken place.17 The Agency¶s 
primary mandate is to focus on the policies regarding the so-called µthree Es¶: energy 
security, economic development, and environmental protection. In addition, the IEA has 
increased its activities in the area of µglobal engagement¶, which refers to the working 
relationships the Agency is establishing with countries beyond its membership, as well 
as with other international organizations and fora. 
 
IRENA is a much younger organization than the IEA. Lobbying for an international 
organization for renewable energy began in the 1980s.18 IRENA was officially 
established in 2009. It was not a reaction to a specific event. It can be seen, rather, as a 
proactive long-term engagement of the international community in favour of increased 
generation of renewable energy. 
 
3.2. Membership  
 
A clear difference between the IEA and IRENA concerns their membership. The IEA 
consists of OECD states, and entry is by invitation. At the time of the 1973 crisis, key 
oil producers and exporters and major economies did not see any value in opening up 
the organization to a wider membership. This remains the case, with the IEA having 29 
members, all of which are OECD states.19 The reason behind the creation of the IEA 
from within the OECD was also, according to some,20 due to operational needs. Setting 
up the IEA in this way allowed the Agency to immediately commence its work to 
enhance cooperation in an oil emergency.21 
 
IRENA has a much wider membership.22 Despite the fact that the push for its creation 
came from a handful of countries, led by Germany, Spain, and Denmark, the 
 
ZHDSRQ¶RIVHOHFWLYHGHOLYHU\DQGRUSURGXFWLRQFXWVGLUHFWHGDJDLQVW'HQPDUNWKH1HWKHUODQGV3RUWXJDO
Rhodesia, South Africa, and the United States, precipitating the first energy crisis of 1973/74 and leading, 
inter alia, to the establishment of the IEA. 
15 See Catherine Redgwell, supra note 13.  
16 The Agreement on an International Energy Program, which is the IEA constituent document, was 
amended on 9 May 2014.  
17 Art 71, IEA Agreement. There are presently 29 States that are members of the IEA (Estonia was the 
most recent to join, in 2014). For further background, including discussion of the legal status of the 
Agreement in international and domestic law, see Scott, supra note 26, Chapter 3. 
18 See 6\ELOOH5RHKUNDVWHQDQG.LUVWHQ:HVWSKDOµ,5(1$DQG*HUPDQ\¶V)RUHLJQ5HQHZDEOH(QHUJ\
3ROLF\$LPLQJDW0XOWLOHYHO*RYHUQDQFHDQGDQ,QWHUQDWLRQDOL]DWLRQRIWKH(QHUJLHZHQGH"¶Division 
Global Issues Stiftung Wissenschaft und Politik German Institute for International and Security Affairs, 
Working Paper FG 8, 2013/01, September 2013 SWP Berlin. 
19 ,($µ0HPEHU&RXQWULHV¶DWKWWSZZZLHDRUJFRXQWULHVPHPEHUFRXQWULHV! 
20 See, among others, Thijs Van de Graaf, µ2EVROHWHRUUHVXUJHQW"The International Energy Agency in a 
&KDQJLQJ*OREDO/DQGVFDSH¶Energy Policy 48 (2012) 233±2415LFKDUG6FRWWµ7KH+LVWRU\RIWKH
,QWHUQDWLRQDO(QHUJ\$JHQF\¶±1994, Volume 2: Major Policies and Actions, 1995, Paris, 
OECD/IEA, 41-42. 
21 See Thijs Van de Graaf, supra note 20. 
22 Almost all states joined the Agency. Canada and Hungary have not joined. These two are the only 
remaining IEA countries not to have joined IRENA. Other major non-member countries are Brazil and 
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organization was thought of from the beginning as universal.23 It was not to be a forum 
for a handful of countries to shape renewable energy policy worldwide.24 The plan was 
for the organization to become a global hub of renewable energy excellence in which all 
countries could play a role. Our argument is that the move from a limited membership 
in the IEA to a global membership in IRENA is in line with other recent developments 
in international environmental law. While the MDGs focused only on the developing 
world, the SDGs and their targets apply to all, developed and developing countries 
alike.25 Similarly, the international climate change regime under the UNFCCC has 
moved towards a global approach with the adoption of the Paris Agreement. Whether 
this move to develop more inclusive regimes will lead to a more effective international 
environmental law, in the sense of actually solving the environmental problems at hand, 
remains to be seen; however, it does reflect a change in approach to global issues, at 
least from the days when the IEA was established. 
 
3.3. Scope 
 
Having clarified the origins of the IEA and IRENA and the different memberships of 
the two organizations, we now turn to their functions in the field of renewable energy in 
order to determine the extent of any overlap. 
 
3.3.1. IRENA and IEA: A Case of Overlapping Scope? 
 
Because of the nature of the two organizations, we find ourselves in a situation akin to 
lex specialis: the IEA has a broader remit that includes several energy-related matters, 
whereas IRENA has a much narrower mandate that focuses on renewables.26 
 
As mentioned above, tKH,($¶VPDQGDWHHPEUDFHVIRXUPDLQDUHDVHQHUJ\VHFXULW\ 
economic development (which includes the elimination of energy poverty), 
environmental awareness, and global engagement.27 The ,($¶VZRUNon renewables is 
now linked to each of these areas. Energy-security challenges require identifying and 
developing energy sources that are safe, affordable, and reliable. Renewables face 
problems in this area, but, given time and resources, there is no reason why renewables 
could not contribute to dealing with energy security. Economic development is linked to 
renewables since a country can pursue an economic policy that favours renewable 
energy technologies and research and development. This could promote economic 
development, especially in the sense of sustainable development, with countries 
suffering from health and environmental hazards from fossil fuels benefiting from a 
 
Venezuela.  
23 See Sybille Roehrkasten and Kirsten Westphal, supra note 18. 
24 See DPRQJRWKHUV-RKDQQHV8USHODLQHQDQG7KLMV9DQGH*UDDIµ7KH,QWHUQDWLRQDO5HQHZDEOH(QHUJ\
$JHQF\DVXFFHVVVWRU\LQLQVWLWXWLRQDOLQQRYDWLRQ"¶International Environmental Agreements, 15, 2015, 
at 170; Glen Wright, µ7KH,QWHUQDWLRQDO5HQHZDEOH(QHUJ\$JHQF\$*OREDO9RLFHIRUWKH5HQHZDEOH
(QHUJ\(UD"¶Renewable Energy Law & Policy Review, at 251, 2011.  
25 See -HIIUH\'6DFKVµ)URP0LOOHQQLXP'HYHORSPHQW*RDOVWR6XVWDLQDEOH'HYHORSPHQW*RDOV¶The 
Lancet, Volume 379, Issue 9832, 9±15 June 2012, at 2206±2211. 
26 Johannes Urpelainen and Thijs Van de Graaf, supra note 24, at 167. 
27 See 7KLMV9DQGH*UDDIDQG'ULHV/HVDJHµ7KH,QWHUQDWLRQDO(QHUJ\$JHQF\DIWHU\HDUV5HIRUP
QHHGVDQGLQVWLWXWLRQDODGDSWDELOLW\¶Review of International Organisations (2009) 4:293±317. See 
further <www.iea.org/aboutus/whatwedo/>. 
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switch to cleaner forms of energy. Lastly, renewables are a response to an increased 
global environmental awareness. 
 
One rationale for countries to develop a self-standing organization for renewables was 
that the IEA was deemed unfit for the task, despite its evolving mandate towards 
renewables. Many countries receiving support for renewables, such as countries in Sub-
Saharan Africa, are absent from the IEA. So it was not just that the IEA was not deemed 
an appropriate organization because of its concern with multiple sources of energy; its 
restricted membership precluded it from being seen as the natural hub for renewables.28 
 
Drawing on the model of the International Atomic Energy Agency, the idea behind 
IRENA was to create an intergovernmental organization that would foster cooperation 
in renewable energy production and development.29 Its statute confers a mandate to 
SURPRWHµWKHZLGHVSUHDGDQGLQFUHDVHGDGRSWLRQDQGWKHVXVWDLQDEOHXVHRIDOOIRUPVRI
UHQHZDEOHHQHUJ\¶.30 Wide though this may seem, it is still less than dealing with all 
forms of energy, which is what the IEA does. 
 
In this article we will not DQDO\VHWKHOHJDOQDWXUHRI,5(1$¶VDFWLYLWLHVDQGRXWFRPHV31 
Suffice to say that at present IRENA does not create laws or policies for countries to 
consider or to follow; rather, it operates mainly as a clearing house, collecting 
information about development and deployment of renewables around the world. It also 
operates as an independent µagent¶ that commissions and develops studies and services 
aimed at advancing knowledge in the field of renewable energy. In doing so, IRENA 
ends up overlapping not only with the IEA but also with organizations such as the 
IPCC32 and bodies created under the UNFCCC;33 however, those other overlaps are 
beyond the scope of this article. 
 
3.3.2. Managing the Overlap Between the IEA and IRENA 
 
Before analyzing how the IEA and IRENA are attempting to manage the overlap in 
scope, a few words on how the IEA reacted to the launch and development of IRENA. 
In 2009, one option had been to develop an organization focusing on renewables within 
an already existing organization.34 The IEA had already set up a Working Group on 
 
28 Thijs Van de Graaf, µ)UDJPHQWDWLRQLQ*OREDO(QHUJ\*RYHUQDQFH([SODLQLQJWKH&UHDWLRQRI
,5(1$¶Global Environmental Politics, Volume 13, Number 3, August 2013, 14-33, at 25; see also 
Sybille Roehrkasten and Kirsten Westphal, supra note 18. 
29 +HUPDQQ6KHHUµ7RZDUGVD6RODU3UROLIHUDWLRQ7UHDW\/HDYLQJWKH*OREDO$WRPLF7UDS¶LQUpdating 
international nuclear law, edited by H. Stockinger and E. van Dyje, Salzburg, 2007, 306-10. 
30 ,5(1$6WDWXWHDUW,,µ2EMHFWLYHV¶ 
31 ,QWKLVUHJDUGVHHIRUH[DPSOHWKHµ$QQXDOUHSRUWRIWKH'LUHFWRU-General on the Implementation of 
the Work Programme and Budget for 2014-¶$'HFHPEHUDYDLODEOHDW
<http://remember.irena.org/sites/Documents/Shared%20Documents/6th%20Assembly/A_6_3_Annual%2
0Report_17%20Dec.pdf>. 
32 )RUH[DPSOHWKH,3&&SURGXFHGD6SHFLDO5HSRUWµ5HQHZDEOH(QHUJ\6RXUFHVDQG&OLPDWH&KDQJH
0LWLJDWLRQ¶$Whttp://www.ipcc.ch/report/srren/>.  
33 Such as the SBSTA. 
34 One author has already assessed the costs associated with integrating IRENA into a broader institution 
and the costs of maintaining it independent. See 7LPRWK\/0H\HUµ(SLVWHmic Institutions and Epistemic 
&RRSHUDWLRQLQ,QWHUQDWLRQDO(QYLURQPHQWDO*RYHUQDQFH¶8QLYHUVLW\RI*HRUJLD6FKRRORI/DZ
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Renewable Energy Technology in the 1980s and had slowly integrated it into its 
activities. Yet, as noted, the IEA was deemed not to be an ideal host for IRENA due to 
restrictions on membership and an insufficient focus on renewable energy. The ,($¶V
officials did not welcome the creation of IRENA.35 They criticized the trend towards 
fragmented energy governance based on the different sources of energy.36 One official 
argued that the most important task was to work towards common objectives, such as 
energy security and climate change mitigation, and that renewable energy is only a 
means to achieve those objectives, not a goal per se.37 
 
Whether in reaction to the establishment of IRENA, or simply in order to maintain the 
momentum towards the promotion and development of renewable energy, in 2009 the 
IEA set up a division on renewable energy.38 To avoid overlaps and foster cooperation 
in this area, the IEA and IRENA entered into agreements according to which the two 
organizations would contribute to the development of databases on renewable energy 
policies, share information between them, and jointly organize technical and public 
events.39 
 
On paper, these post-2009 developments seem to go in the right direction. Two 
organizations interested in promoting renewables are working together and doing it in 
such a way as to keep themselves from stepping on HDFKRWKHU¶Vtoes seems like good 
practice. Yet, on 22 September 2015, during a meeting with EU officials, Fatih Birol, 
the ,($¶V([HFXWLYH'LUHFWRU, announced his plans WRµPRGHUQL]HWKHDJHQF\E\
building organic ties with emerging economies and by making the agency a global hub 
IRUFOHDQHQHUJ\¶.40 One wonders how such intentions support the idea of the IEA and 
IRENA cooperating and not competing. 
 
 
Research Paper Series, Paper No. 2013-06 February 2013. The author concludes that the governance costs 
for integrating IRENA into another broader institution would be higher than those of maintaining it 
independent. This is even more so if one considers the epistemic cooperation role played by IRENA. It 
would be preferable if IRENA keeps its independence in carrying out epistemic tasks. 
35 7KLMV9DQGH*UDDIµ+RZ,5(1$LVUHVKDSLQJWKHJOREDOHQHUJ\DUFKLWHFWXUH¶(XURSHDQHQHUJ\
Review, at <http://thijsvandegraaf.be/wp-content/uploads/2012/04/20120329-EER-How-IRENA-is-
reshaping-the-global-energy-architecture.pdf>. 
36 Fragmentation of international energy governance is deemed to be caused by, inter alia, the 
establishment of organizations that deals primarily with a single type of energy resource. For an overview 
on the causes of fragmentation of energy governance see, among others, TimoWK\/0H\HUµ7KH
$UFKLWHFWXUHRI,QWHUQDWLRQDO(QHUJ\*RYHUQDQFH¶106 Am. Soc'y Int'l L. Proc. 389, 2012.  
37 Thijs Van de Graaf, supra note 28, at 26. 
38 ,($µ5HQHZDEOH(QHUJ\&RPLQJRI$JH¶The Journal of the International Energy Agency, Issue 2, 
2012, at 10. 
39 Johannes Urpelainen and Thijs Van de Graaf, supra note 24, at 171. In January 2012, the two Agencies 
signed a Letter of Intent which identifies three initial areas of co-operation: a) development and 
publication of a Joint Global Renewable Energy Policies and Measures Database, which expands on the 
existing IEA database to cover up to 150 countries, including all IRENA member countries; b) co-
operation in technology and innovation, including the involvement of IRENA in the IEA Multilateral 
Technology Collaboration Network (Implementing Agreements); and, c) sharing of renewable energy 
statistics data and methods between the two organisations. See IEA website, FAQs, Renewable Energy, at 
<http://www.iea.org/aboutus/faqs/renewableenergy/>. 
40 ,($µ,($FKLHIUHFHLYHVVXSSRUWLQ%UXVVHOVIRUPRGHUQLVDWLRQSXVK¶6HSWHPEHUDW
<http://www.iea.org/newsroomandevents/news/2015/september/iea-chief-receives-support-in-brussels-
for-modernisation-push.html>. 
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In summary, the IEA¶VVFRSHRYHUODSVZLWKWKDW of IRENA. The two organizations deal 
with renewable energy, despite the fact that the IEA was not created for this purpose. In 
2009, the IEA could have let go of its renewable energy portfolio in response to the 
development of IRENA, but instead created a Renewable Energy division of its own.41 
Agreements have been signed between the two organizations aiming at fostering 
cooperation and developing synergies rather than conflict. While recent comments by 
the IEA¶V Executive Director do not seem to go in that direction, perhaps too much is 
read into them, and cooperation, instead of competition, is still the key driver of the 
relationship between the IEA and IRENA. 
 
4. IRENA, IEA, and the UN SE4ALL Initiative 
 
In this section we consider whether the overlap between the IEA and IRENA can be 
seen as a challenge or an opportunity in the implementation of one of the most exciting 
recent developments in the international energy field: the SE4All Initiative. 
 
4.1. The SE4ALL Initiative 
 
The Initiative was launched by the UN Secretary-General in 2011. SE4All could be seen 
as a symbol of the momentum gained in the field of renewable energy. SE4All is a 
multi-stakeholder partnership among governments, the private sector, and civil society. 
It has three interlinked objectives, to be achieved by 2030: ensure universal access to 
modern energy services; double the global rate of improvement in energy efficiency; 
and double the share of renewable energy in the global energy mix. 42 Moreover, in two 
related resolutions,43 WKH81*HQHUDO$VVHPEO\ILUVWGHFODUHGWKHµ,QWHUQDWLRQDO
<HDURI6XVWDLQDEOH(QHUJ\IRU$OO¶, and then proclaimed the decade 2014-2024 the 
µUN Decade of Sustainable Energy for AOO¶. The second of the two resolutions stresses 
the µQHHGIRUDFRKHUHQWLQWHJUDWHGDSSURDFKWRHQHUJ\LVVXHVDQGWKHSURPRWLRQRI
V\QHUJLHVDFURVVWKHJOREDOHQHUJ\DJHQGDIRUVXVWDLQDEOHGHYHORSPHQW¶.44 
 
Because of its global vision and convening role as well as its worthwhile goals²
particularly in support of developing countries²SE4All enjoys the support of a high 
number of governments and organizations worldwide.45 What these UNGA resolutions 
and similar instruments offer is a timely and unique opportunity for all stakeholders to 
gather around a common platform to take further action to effectively move the world 
towards sustainable energy for all. Stakeholders have started to work with the UN 
towards a more coordinated global plan of action, in which activities will complement 
 
41 The Working Party on Renewable Energy TechnRORJLHVZDVHVWDEOLVKHGE\WKH,($¶V&RPPLWWHHRQ
Energy Research and Technology. Together with this working party, the Committee also established the 
Working Party on Fossil Fuels, the Working Party on Energy End-Use Technologies, and the Fusion 
Power Co-ordinating Committee.  
42 Available at: <http://www.se4all.org/our-vision/our-objectives/>. 
43 UNGA Resolution 65/151 on the International Year for Sustainable Energy for All, 2011, at 
<http://www.un.org/en/ga/search/view_doc.asp?symbol=A/RES/65/151>; and Resolution 67/215, on the 
Promotion of new and renewable sources of energy, 2012, at 
<http://www.un.org/en/ga/search/view_doc.asp?symbol=A/RES/67/215>. 
44 UNGA Resolution 67/215, on the Promotion of New and Renewable Sources of Energy, 2012, at 
<http://www.un.org/en/ga/search/view_doc.asp?symbol=A/RES/67/215>.  
45 Gonzalo Escribano, supra note 7. 
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each other and synergies will be realized to help advance the overall objectives of 
sustainable energy for all. Programs relating to SE4All will also focus on synergies that 
could be realized as a result of the strong nexus between energy and other development 
factors, including water, food, health, education, gender, and poverty.46 
 
SE4All operates through its Regional and Thematic Hubs which support the Initiative¶V
goals, actions, projects, and programmes.47 One of the most important SE4All outcome 
so far is the development of a Global Tracking Framework, a tool designed to collect 
and regularly update energy data to support the Initiative in its three main areas of work 
(energy efficiency, renewable energy, and access to energy). The GTF is playing a 
significant role in monitoring progress made at the global level in the energy sector vis-
à-YLVWKH,QLWLDWLYH¶VWKUHHLQWHUOLQNHGREMHFWLYHVlisted above.48 
 
4.2. IRENA and IEA and their relationship with the SE4All Initiative 
 
Against this background, how do IRENA and the IEA relate to the SE4All Initiative?49 
Despite the fact that IRENA stems from frustration with WKH81¶VVORZSURJUHVVLQWKH
field of sustainable energy,50 it has been chosen and tasked to represent SE4$OO¶V
renewable energy hub. It has also been invited to explore how an aspirational target of 
doubling the global renewable energy share could be put into practice.51 Furthermore, 
even though IRENA is not currently part of the UN, such incorporation has been 
contemplated.52 ,5(1$¶VUROHLQIDYRXULQJLQWHUQDWLRQDOFRRSHUDWLRQEHWZHHQDQG
among the actors involved in the area of renewable energy may be its most significant 
contribution to the international community. By avoiding overlaps and duplications in 
the work performed by other intergovernmental organizations and initiatives (including 
the IEA), IRENA may become the main reference point for both developed and 
developing states when it comes to renewable energy.  
Thus far, IRENA has been performing its tasks through its three dedicated structures: 
the Knowledge, Policy and Finance Centre;53 the Country Support and Partnership 
Division; and the Innovation and Technology Centre.54 The first of these has developed 
 
46 UNGA Resolution 68/309, on the UN Decade of Sustainable Energy for All, 2013, at 
<http://www.se4all.org/wp-content/uploads/2013/10/a-68-309-SG-report-on-the-Decade.pdf>.  
47 6($OO¶V5HJLRQDO+XEVDUHWKHRQHVIRU$IULFD$VLD-Pacific, and Latin America and the Caribbean; its 
Thematic Hubs are Energy Efficiency, Energy Efficiency Facilitating Hub, Capacity Building (TERI), 
Renewable (IRENA) and the World Bank. For more information see µ6XVWDLQDEOH(QHUJ\IRU$OO2XU
+XEV¶DWKWWSZZZVHDOORUJKXEV! 
48 )RUWKHIXOODQGVXPPDU\UHSRUWVRIWKH*OREDO7UDFNLQJ)UDPHZRUNVHHµ6XVWDLQDEOH(QHUJ\IRU
AOO7UDFNLQJ3URJUHVV¶DWhttp://www.se4all.org/tracking-progress>.  
49 See /DNVKDPDQ*XUXVZDP\µ,QWHUQDWLRQDO(QHUJ\*RYHQDQFH,QWURGXFWRU\5HPDUNV¶LQAmerican 
Society of Int. Law Proceedings, 2012, 381. In his paper, the author provides a list of reasons for the 
IUDJPHQWDWLRQRILQWHUQDWLRQDOHQHUJ\JRYHUQDQFH$PRQJWKRVHUHDVRQVWKHFUHDWLRQRIµa multitude of 
organizations with competing and overlapping missions and perspectives¶DPRQJZKLFh the author 
includes IRENA) reflects the analysis of this paper.  
50 See Sybille Roehrkasten and Kirsten Westphal, supra note 18, at 3-4. 
51 Our Hubs, SE4All website, at <http://www.se4all.org/hubs/irena/>. 
52 $EEDV$O/DZDWLµ,5(1$.HHQWR-RLQWKH81)DPLly, at 
<http://m.gulfnews.com/news/uae/environment/irena-keen-to-join-the-united-nations-family-1.491658>. 
53 ,5(1$³.QRZOHGJH3ROLF\DQG)LQDQFH&HQWUH´DW
<http://irena.org/menu/index.aspx?mnu=cat&PriMenuID=35&C atID=109>. 
54 ,5(1$³,5(1$,QQRYDWLRQDQG7HFKQRORJ\&HQWHU´DW
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the Global Renewable Energy Atlas,55 a global prospector for solar- and wind-energy 
potentials. The Country Support and Partnership Division, which is in charge of 
fostering renewable energy deployment in developing countries and intensifying 
cooperation, has launched the Renewable Readiness Assessment56 and the Global 
Renewable Energy Islands Network.57 The Innovation and Technology Centre has 
launched the Renewable Costing Alliance,58 established with private stakeholders; it is 
also in charge of designing and developing the Renewable Energy Roadmap (also 
known as REmap 2030) which provides µDSODQWRGRXEOHWKHVKDUHRIUHQHZDEOHHQHUJ\
LQWKHZRUOG¶VHQHUJ\PL[EHWZHHQDQG¶59²an objective of the SE4All 
Initiative. Even though IRENA has been mainly fulfilling advisory roles, it has also 
provided concessional loans in developing countries by means of the IRENA/Abu 
Dhabi Fund for Development Project Facility.60 
 
What is the role, if any, of the IEA in the SE4All Initiative? For this we must consider 
what sustainable energy means in the context of the Initiative. One approach would be 
to consider that only renewables are legitimate sources of sustainable energy. But this 
would respond to a narrow environmental dimension of sustainable energy and 
sustainable development in which climate change mitigation has a priority over other 
aspects of sustainable development. A different approach is to consider that sustainable 
energy in the context of SE4All includes a wider mix of energy sources. In fact, if the 
Initiative wishes to foster sustainable development in developing and least-developed 
countries, the promotion and deployment of renewables may not always be feasible. In 
such cases, reliance on traditional sources of energy can still be framed in the context of 
sustainable energy, as long as efforts are made to make them more efficient and, to the 
extent possible, cleaner. If that were the case, and if SE4All were to reflect such a broad 
interpretation of sustainable energy, there would be a role for the IEA in the 
implementation of the Initiative. Thus, if a least-developed country were to look to the 
SE4All for guidance on how to foster its natural resources (coal, oil, gas) in a 
µsustainable¶ way, then good practices and guidelines stemming from the IEA may be 
useful.61 The IEA, however, KDVQRWEHHQHQOLVWHGDVRQHRI6($OO¶V7KHPDWLF+XEV²
 
<http://irena.org/menu/index.aspx?mnu=cat&PriMenuID=35&C atID=112>. 
55 ,5(1$³*OREDO$WODVIRU6RODUDQG:LQG(QHUJ\´DW
<http://www.irena.org/menu/index.aspx?mnu=Subcat&PriMenuID=35&CatID=109&SubcatID=163>. 
56 ,5(1$³5HQHZDEOH5HDGLQHVV$VVHVVPHQW´DW
<http://www.irena.org/menu/index.aspx?mnu=Subcat&PriMenuID=35&CatID=110&SubcatID=164>. 
57 IRENA, Global Renewable Energy Islands Network, at <http://grein.irena.org>. 
58 IRENA, Renewable Costing Alliance, at <http://costing.irena.org/irena-renewable-costing-
alliance.aspx>. 
59 IRENA, REmap 2030 ± A Renewable Energy Roadmap at <http://www.irena.org/remap/>. 
60 IRENA/ADFD, Supporting Energy Transition, at <http://adfd.irena.org>. 
61 As far as renewable energy is concerned, besides its Working Party on Renewable Energy 
Technologies mentioned earlier in this paper, the IEA, inter alia, established the IEA Technology 
Collaboration Programmes; it designs and develops Technology Roadmaps; it produces Medium-Term 
Market Reports; it created the Policies and Measures Database for Global Renewable Energy; and 
launched the Grid Integration of Variable Renewables. Yet, the IEA Technology Collaboration 
Programmes also allow governments and industry to benefit from sharing resources and accelerating 
results WRZDUGVµFOHDQHU¶IRVVLO-fuel-based solutions such as clean coal, carbon capture and storage, oil 
recovery, fluidized bed conversion, and other gas and oil technologies; see IEA, IEA Technology 
Collaboration Programmes, Fossil Fuels, at <https://www.iea.org/tcp/fossilfuels/>.  
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in contrast with IRENA. Still, the IEA has been a leading participant in the creation of 
the 2015 version of the Global Tracking Framework, mentioned above. 
 
It is important that the coordination between the SE4All and other major 
intergovernmental organizations like IRENA and IEA takes place and is effective in the 
context of the implementation of the SDGs. With the adoption of the latter in September 
2015,62 the legal and institutional landscape both for renewables and for sustainable 
energy becomes even more complex. There are at least two SDGs that require countries 
to focus on renewables. SDG 7²µEnsure access to affordable, reliable, sustainable and 
modern energy for all¶²overlaps with the SE4All Initiative, whereas SDG 13²µTake 
urgent action to combat climate change and its impacts¶²has obvious implications for 
renewable as well as sustainable energy.63 Targets under SDG 7 reflect directly to the 
Initiative¶VREMHFWLYH to µby 2030, increase substantially the share of renewable energy 
in the global energy mix¶64 and µby 2030, double the global rate of improvement in 
energy efficiency¶.65 
 
We therefore have a situation of parallel implementation pathways for the SDGs and the 
SE4All Initiative. In this situation, coordination between IRENA (as the institutional 
hub for the Initiative) and the IEA is not merely optional but an urgent necessity if 
countries are to move together towards more sustainable energy and increased 
sustainable development.66 =UQDQG)DXGHargue that µLWLVQRWIUDJPHQWDWLRQSHUVHEXW
rather the coordination (or lack of it) of fragmented or differentiated institutions that 
EHFRPHVWKHPRVWLPSRUWDQWLVVXH¶.67 If so, fragmentation is not necessarily a negative 
phenomenon. It may reflect the comSOH[LW\RIWRGD\¶VVRFLHW\DQGglobal challenges.68 
 
In summary, and to answer the question of whether the SE4All Initiative will provide an 
opportunity for IRENA and the IEA to deepen their collaboration, the analysis above 
shows that this will very much depend, among other things, on how one frames the very 
concept of sustainable energy. 
 
5. Conclusion 
 
The article has shown that the IEA and IRENA sit firmly in the current international 
energy landscape. However, their origins are very different, with the IEA born as a 
response to the energy crisis in the 1970s and IRENA arising from a vision for an 
increased role for renewables in a future low-carbon society. Other differences, such as 
membership rules, are also notable. 
 
62 On 25 September 2015, the UN General Assembly (A/RES/70/1) has formally adopted the new 
IUDPHZRUNµTransforming Our World: the 2030 Agenda for Sustainable Development¶ZKLFKLV
composed of 17 goals and 169 targets.  
63 However, most, if not all, other SDGs relate to energy in one way or another.  
64 Target 7.2. 
65 Target 7.3. 
66 The scenario is even more complex if one adds the pressures and drivers for sustainable energy that 
stem from the outcome of the December 2015 UNFCCC Conference of the Parties , but for the purposes 
of this paper we are not considering such further developments.  
670LFKDHO=UQDQG%HQMDPLQ)DXGH&RPPHQWDU\2Q)UDJPHQWDWLRQ'LIIHUHQWLDWLRQDQG&RRUGLQDWLRQ
Global Environmental Politics 13:3, August 2013, at 120. 
68 Ibid., at 120.  
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Despite their differences, this article has clarified that their scope overlaps, partly due to 
the decision of the IEA not to leave renewable energy promotion solely with IRENA. 
We have discussed whether unnecessary duplication of effort and conflict with the IEA, 
or positive synergy and coordination, is the more likely result of the implementation of 
the UN SE4All Initiative. A definitive answer is difficult, if not impossible, considering 
the early stage of such implementation. What can be said at this point is that, while 
SE4All sits squarely within IRENA, a potential role for the IEA cannot be ruled out. If a 
broad interpretation of sustainable energy is taken²one which includes fossil fuels²
the potential for involvement increases. Further complexity and a need for further 
coordination are created if the implementation of SE4All is considered alongside the 
implementation of the SDGs, in particular of the SDGs that relate to sustainable energy 
directly, or require promotion of renewables as a means to meet their targets.69 
 
Finally, in an online press release preceding COP 21, the Director-General of IRENA 
Adnan Amin, and the IEA¶V Executive Director jointly stressed the important role that 
renewable technologies play in tackling issues such as energy security, environmental 
pollution, and climate change. In doing so, they stated that their two organizations µare 
cooperating closely to help decision-makers realize the full potential that renewables 
can not only bring to our energy systems, but to our communities, our economies and 
our environment.¶70 This statement leads us to believe that IRENA and the IEA perceive 
cooperation, not competition, as the way forward in their relationship. 
 
69 In addition to these concluding remarks that summarise the points raised in this paper we wish to 
highlight that at the last International Renewable Energy Conference held in South Africa in October 
2015, ministers and government representatives from 82 countries as well as representatives from the 
private sector including NGOs, academia, business and industry as well as international organisations and 
civil society have underlined the role that international cooperation plays in fostering renewable energy, 
energy efficiency and modern and sustainable energy access globally (SAIREC 2015, para. 30, at 8). In 
this regard, the participants have stressed, inter alia, that IRENA, the IEA, REN21, and contributors to 
these organisations sKDOOFORVHO\FROODERUDWHµRQFROOHFWLQJVWUHDPOLQHGUHQHZDEOHHQHUJ\GDWDJOREDOO\¶
policy development and best practice sharing (SAIREC 2015, para. 31, at 8). They have also praised, 
DPRQJRWKHULQLWLDWLYHVWKH,($7HFKQRORJ\1HWZRUNIRUEHLQJµDQHIIHFtive catalyser for multilateral 
FRRSHUDWLRQDQGIRUVKDULQJEHVWSUDFWLFHVLQUHQHZDEOHHQHUJLHV¶6$,5(&SDUDDW7KXV 
the international community seems to welcome the array of actors, initiatives and projects engaged in 
renewable energy development and deployment, provided that adequate cooperation and coordination is 
pursued. 
70 <http://money.cnn.com/2015/11/24/news/economy/renewable-energy-iea-cop21/index.html>. 
